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Products and Processes of the National Center for Education Statistics:
An Agenda for the Next Decade

Introduction

This review of the current data collection activities of the National
Center for Education Statistics is divided into two major sections. The

first section presents a set of eight major recommendations that apply to
NCES plans in general. Although these general recommendations carry some
implications for specific data collection activities, the emphasis is on
the general needs for coverage in new content areas and the development of
new processes to involve and serve users of NCES data. The second section
of the paper reviews each NCES data collection activity and presents very
specific suggestions. In some cases, the general arguments identified in
the first section are illustrated by specific suggestions in the second
section.

Section I: General Recommendations

The general recommendations for future NCES data collection activities
are of two types. The first five recommendations deal with the content of
current and new data collection activities. These recommendations
typically concern educational phenomena that are likely to become
increasingly important to educational policy makers in the years ahead.
Other recommendations deal with the processes by which education statistics
are collected. Such processes have an impact on both the quality of the
data that is collected and on the utility of that data to potential users.
These process recommendations imply a greater leadership role for NCES in
organizing education data collection activities nationwide. They suggest
not only a variety of ways in which NCES itself can collect data on
educational processes, but also ways in which NCES can guide and coordinate
the data gathering activities of others so that they can be employed in
analyses of educational activities on a nationwide scale.

Recommendation 1: NCES Should Explicit Consider Moving Boyond the
Collection of Data on Schooling, to the Collection of Data on Education

Most current NCES data collection activities focus on elementary and
secondary schools. While schooling should remain at the core of NCES data
collection plans, greater attention should be devoted to educational
activities that extend beyond formal schools. Such greater attention is
necessary for two reasons. First, non-school educational experiences are
playing an important role in the lives of young Americans (Cremin, 1976;
Leichter, 1975). Students are being exposed to a greater variety of
educational phenomena than ever before from the mass media (Gans, 1967;
Liebert, Neale, and Davidson, 1973; Lesser, 1974) to educational software
and other new information technologies (Smith, 1982), tc, supplementary
instruction in the growing number of propriety schools and tutoring

services (Martin and McCartney, 1976). While we may not yet be in the age

of Illich's (1971) learning networks, students are being exposed to a
growing number of learning resources outside of the traditional schools.
While the public schools are available to all and while we have spent
considerable time and effort to attempt to secure equal educational
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opportunity, we know very little about the distribution of non-school
educational resources.

A second reason for paying attention to the growing set of educational
resources outside of traditional schools is to improve our understanding of
the effects of schools themselves. If students and their parents are
coming to rely increasingly upon non-school educational activities for the
development of important skills and abilities, it will be impossible to
understand the true effects of schools, public or private, without good
information on the other educational resources available to students.
Moreover, if more economically able parents secure these outside
educational resources at higher rates there is a danger of attributing to
ascriptive characteristics, effects that should be attributed to organized
educational activities outside of public and private schools. Non-school
educational activities may become important control variables, much like
parent educational levels and economic resources, in understanding the
effects of schooling.

Unlike public and private full-time day schools, non-school
educational resources may be difficult to identify. Several strategies may
be necessary to develop data on these educational activities. First, it
would be useful to include items on regular NCES surveys of students and
parents (e.g., High School and Beyond) which request respondents to report
on the extent of their participation in non-school educational activities.
A preliminary list of such activities would include: private lessons in
music and/or art, private instruction in sports and other physical
activities (e.g., tennis, horseback riding), participation in a computer
users group, training related to a part-time job, attendance at an SAT or
ACT test preparation course, remedial or supplementary instruction in one
or more school courses, and training provided by a youth or community group
such as the YMCA or the Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts. This strategy would
permit analyses to determine the extent to which individual students
participate in non-school educational activities and the impact of such
participation on student performance in school classes and on standardized
tests. Analyses could also be conducted to determine the access to such
supplementary educational resources of students with different family and
background characteristics.

A second strategy for collecting information on non-school educational
activities would be to identify the population of educational service
providers through state corporate records. Many supplementary educational
activities are provided by private businesses, yet the education community
and education policymakers have little current information on what may be
the fastest growing part of the educational sector. A census of such
organizations would begin to fill this gap in our knowledge.

A third strategy for collecting information on the extent of Ixnschool
educational activities would be to identify a representative sample of
communities and survey the available non-school educational programs
available in the community. This strategy would permit analyses to

determine the distribution of supplementary educational activities across

communities with different demographic and economic characteristics.

The point of all of these data collection activities would be to begin
to understand the extent to which non-school educational activities

367

4



contribute to the development of elementary and secondary students in the

United States.. Educational policymakers will need to appreciate the
potential and the pitfalls of such educational activities in developing a

coherent approach to educational policy. The ready availability of such
non-school educational options may suggest new policy initiatives. For

example, recent plans to institute a tax credit or voucher system to
enhance parental choice may be modified to permit parents who select a
traditional public school for their children to use the credit to support

supplementary educational activities. The ability to select individual
activities as opposed to total school programs may give parents even
greater choice and may further stimulate the growth of an educational
services sector to meet rapidly changing educational needs.

Recommendation 2: NCES Should Conduct a Longitudinal Study of Students in
the Elementary, Middle-School, and Junior HiRh School Grades

The High School and Beyond data set has proven to be a valuable
resource for investigators interested in understanding the progress of

students from the high school to the work place. Longitudinal studies of

the same sort are needed for younger children. Such studies are important

for two reasons. First, since a number of problems associated with high
school students (e.g., teenage pregnancy, dropping out, drug usuage) are
now seen to have their roots in the years prior to high school
(Furstenberg, 1976; Stroup and Robbins, 1972; Berg, 1980; Lipsitz, 1985),
it is important to understand the processes operating earlier in the school
career of students if we truly want to understand the problems of the high

school years.

Second, there are a number of important issues that pertain directly
to students in elementary, middle, and junior high schools. These include:

the impact of the family on the early schooling experiences of children
(Richardson, Galambos, Schulenberg, and Petersen, 1984), the impact of the
various school-to-school transitions on young students (Simmons, Blyth, Van
Cleave, and Bush, 1979), the effects of classroom organizational
characteristics (Rosenholtz and Rosenholtz, 1981; Rosenholtz and Simpson,
1984), and the effects of the instructional and evaluative strategies
adopted by teachers (Entwisle and Hayduk, 1981).

Mounting a longitudinal study of students from kindergarten through
high school, while desirable, would be an expensive and difficult

undertaking. If resource constraints make such a comprehensive effort
impossible, a longitudinal study of junior high school students which
follows them through the transition to the high school should receive top

priority. Data from such a study could be put to good use in conjunction
with the results of the High School and Beyond Study. A second study might

be planned to follow students from the upper elementary or middle school
grades into the junior high school. In both studies particular attention
should be directed to the transition between educational organizations.

Recommendation 21. NCES Should fax Greater Attention to the Collection of
Data on School Processes

Notably absent from the High School and Beyond Study are data on
school processes, the experiences of students and teachers inside of
schools. While the study has good items on student background and
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experiences prior to high school, on student experiences outside of high
school (e.g. TV viewing), and on student expectations for education and
occupational attainment after high school (e.g., plans for post-secondary
education), it contains virtually nothing about the processes that students
currently experience in the school. The absence of these indicators
severely limits the use to which educational researchers can put such a
data set.

Social scientists (Sorensen and Hallinan, 1977; Barr and Dreeben,
1983) have recently directed attention to school processes, renewing an
interest that characterized studies of schooling of the fifties and early
sixties (Gordon, 1957; Coleman, 1961; McDill, 1969; McDill and Rigsby,
1973). Educators have placed additional emphasis on what schools can do to
make a difference in the lives of students (Walberg, 1984). Yet, the High
School and Beyond Study seems to treat the school itself like a black box
into which student characteristics are poured and out of which student
expectations and occupational experiences flow.

An effort should be made to identify key school processes and include
indicators of such processes in future studies of schooling. Such
processes might include: performance evaluation (Entwisle and Hayduk,
1981; Rdsenholtz and Simpson, 1984; Natriello, 1982; Natriello, 1984;
Natriello and Dornbusch, 1984), rules and procedures (McPartland and
McDill, 1977; Gottfredson and Daiger, 1979), peer networks (Coleman, 1961;
Hallinan and Tuma, 1978; Epstein and Karweit, 1983), group processes
( Sharan, 1980; Sharan, Hare, Webb, and Hertz-Lazarowitz, 1980; Slavin,
1980), instructional strategy (Good, Ebmeier and Beckerman, 1978; Good,
1983), time on academic tasks (Karweit, 1983; Karweit, 1984), and standards
for performance (Natriello and Dornbusch, 1984; Natriello and McDill,
forthcoming). Recent surveys such as the National Institute of Education's
Safe School Study (National Institute of Education, 1977) and Goodlad's A
Study of Schooling (1983) might be used as initial sources for items
relating to school processes.

Recommendation 4: NCES Should Organize the Systematic Collection of Data on
Student Performance on Employer Sponsored Tests.

One ultimate outcome of schooling processes is student performance in
the work place. From time to time there have been various reports of how
recent graduates have fared on the performance tests administered by major
employers. At times employers have pointed to the lack of student
proficiency in basic communication and computation skills. Such charges
are often said to be based or student performance on standardized tests
used by major employers to screen potential employees. Closer analyses of
the reactions of major employers to recent iiaduates (Levine, 1984) have
suggested that the major deficiency of employees lies not in the area of
basic skills but in the area of attitudes toward work and deportment.

In any case, employers are increasingly involved in collecting data on
the performance of recent high school graduates (Committee on Ability
Testing, 1982, chapter 4). NCES might capitalize on this trend by
organizing and aggregating this data on the performance of recent graduates

from a representative sample of major employers. Major sources of such
data include the armed forces (The Armed Services Vocational Aptitude
Battery - ASVAB - is the most used employuent test.), the civil service,



state and local governments, private sector employers, and various
professional associations. Thus, performance data on recent graduates is
being collected by a large number of employers across the nation. What

remains to be done is the assembling of a carefully drawn sample of such
information and systematic tracking and interpreting of the results of such
tests over time. NCES might organize such an effort.

Recommendation 5: NCES Should Devote Greater Attention to those
Educational Organizations that Serve Pre-school Youngsters.

While NCES currently collects data on the universe of public
elementary and secondary schools with sample studies of private schools, it
devotes relatively little attention to institutions serving the pre-school
youngster. A notable exception is the survey of pre-primary enrollments

using census data. Efforts should be made to work with appropriate
agencies in the various states to collect data on the population of child
care and early education institutions serving youngsters from birth to

kindergarten. We have relatively little systematic national information on
this rapidly growing sector of educational institutions. Such data would

appear to be important for two reasons. First, in recent years there has
been increased concern about the basic physical safety of children in such
institutions. This has given rise to a more general concern for the
overall quality of these programs. Second, we have a great educational

opportunity that may be missed if such institutions are not identified and
encouraged to promote the educatioual growth of young children. States

should be encouraged to monitor such institutions and develop appropriate
policies to insure that their educational potential is realized. As more

and more women enter the work force full time, tne role of such
institutions in the U.S. is likely to become more important.

Recommendation 6: NCES Should Put in Place a Process for Ensuring that Its
Large -Scale Data Collection Efforts Can be Linked with More Micro-level
Studies

In the foreseeable future it is likely that only the federal
government will be able to mnrit educational research projects involving
the collection of large nationally representative data sets. Yet many new
and interesting theoretical ideas and most richly textured studies of
educational phenomena are developed by individual investigators or small
teams of investigators working in a small number of schools with severely
limited research budgets. If the large-scale data collection efforts of
NCES are to profit from and enrich the work of most educational
researchers, NCES will have to put in place a process to ensure that
linkages can be made between its macro-level data collection program and
micro-level investigations.

While a variety of strategies can be employed to establish and
maintain this link, the following would seem to be the minimum required:

1) Develop clear and widely announced procedures for submitting

items for NCES surveys.

2) In considering items for inclusion in NCES data collection
efforts, those items which have been used successfully in
small scale stuaies should be given priority over those
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items which have not been proven in small scale studies.

3) NCES should convene a panel to develop a set of critical
indicators of each level of schooling that might be used
to describe school sites employed in small scale studies
so that the educational research community can develop
a clearer sense of the nature of the sites in which small

scale studies are conducted.

4) NCES should work closely with the appropriate National
Institute of Education Research and Development Centers and
Regional Educational Laboratories to coordinate nationwide
surveys with the ongoing work of these major government
sponsored, educational research institutions.

Recommendation 7: NCES Should Work with A Few States to Develop Pilot

State Level Datp Bases Related to Significant Educational Issues

It is becomming increasingly clear that the state is the level at
which much educational policymaking takes place and will continue to take

place in the future. With this in mind NCES should take a leadership role
in developing model state level data bases in areas of significant

educational concern. For example, the current interest in th calibre of
the teaching corps is a crucial issue in education, and one tnat 's not

likely to go away. NCES has responded by developing a survey of teacher
demand and shortage using a nationally representative sample of LEA's and

private schools. While NCES should be commended for responding to
increasing concern about the teaching force, the chief policy options to
improve the teaching force are at the state level (United States Department

of Education, 1984). Therefore, it would be far more appropriate for NCES
to work with a few individual states to assist them in developing state
level data bases relevant to this issue.

A two stage process siould be initiated. In the first stage NCES
would identify several states interested in developing a state level data

base relevant to state policy making. NCES would then work with these

SEA's to develop the data gathering procedures. In the second stage NCES

might select the most succesatul data base design and use it as the model
for a natioual data base assembled from data collected by individual
states. Other SEA's would be asked to develop the designated state level

data bases.

There are several advantages to such an approach. First, state level

data bases would insure that the data gathered is at the appropriate level

of aggregation for policy making. Second, NCES could provide a leadership

role in helping state departments of education to develop the capacity for

collecting and interpreting educational data. Third, NCES could develop

national data sets, with some assurance that the actual data collection was
useful to the data collectors (SEA's) and that the data collection was done

properly.
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Recommendation 8: NCES Should Maintain an Awareness of Emerging

Technologies or the Transmission and Communication of Data to Relevant

Groups of Users.

While the program of publications and computer data tapes now used by
NCES has met the needs of many data users, NCES should maintain an
awareness of new technologies for data transmission and communication with

relevant user; of its products. Although it is impossible to anticipate
future developments in this area, several currently available technologies
might offer increased access and ease of use for NCES data. ?aese include:

1) Establishment of an on-line query-based information system to access

NCES data. Such a system could be developed independently or in
conjunction with a general information utility such as The Source or

Compuserve. There is already evidence of the growing use of such
information services by educational researchers and the general
public (Pierce and Cooley, 1985).

2) The production of NCES data in new forms such as floppy disks for use

on microcomputers. Microcomputers are moving quickly into
universities, SEAs and LEAs, and educational policy agencies. NCES

might increase the utility of much of its data to a wide variety of

usera by making it available in micro-readable formats.

3) NCES should develop a comprehensive program to make the research
community more aware of its activities in the collection and
processing of education data. The program of dissemination
activities and curriculum materials developed for the 1980
Census provides some good examples of techniques that could be

used by NCES.

Section II: Specific NCES Activities

The comments in this section regard specific NCES data collectinn
activities. All of these comments, both those pertaining to existing items
on NCES surveys and those recommended new items, are based on the package
of NCES materials provided for this review. They do not reflect any other

NCES activities.

I. Common Core of Data (CCD)

The Common Core of Data seems adequate to provide basic information on
the universe of public schools and school districts in the United States.
I have only three suggestions in this area.

First, the Local Education Agency Nonfiscal Report currently requests
a report on only those programs that are part of the regular school system
and that are financed by the local education agency or other public

education unit. In order to understand the extent to which the public
schools are involved (even without providing financial support) with a

variety of new educational services such as day-care for young children or
extended day programs for latch-key children, it would be important to

request information on programs affiliated with each public school, even
those which simply use the physical facilities of the public schools.
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Second, respondents are allowed to designate the beginning of the
range of the educational program as prekindergarten or kindergarten. It

would provide more useful data on educational programs for very young
children to have designations related to the age of the child.

Third, the current procedure for calculating student membership
assumes that names of students on the rolls are automatically dropped after
a specified number of days of consecutive absence. Yet there is no
standard specification of the number of days after which students should be
dropped. As a result, different district level practices may result in
quite different reported enrollment levels. NCES should adopt a etandard
for retaining students on the rolls,

II. Sample Surveys

The comments on the NCES program of sample surveys pertain, for the
most part, to specific survey items. These comments are organized in terms
of the six current surveys conducted by NCES.

Private School Survey

The following items on the private school survey seem worthy of
additional attention:

a) On page 6, question 14, respondents might be asked to note the amount
of funds available for financial aid during the current academic year.

b) On page 7, question 15, respondents might be asked to report on
programs offered primarily to extend the school day and used by

working parents for child care purposes.

c) On page 10, question 19, respondents might be asked whether this
school restricts admission on the basis of membership in a religious,
cultural, or language group. If the answer is yes, they might be

asked to note the nature of the restriction.

d) On page 10, respondents might be asked to report the percentage of
initial applicants to this school that are finally admitted.

e) Respondents should be asked to report the name of the public school or
schools to which students in this school would normally be assigned.
This information can then be further identified with the NCES school
code. This item might be included in a future survey of parents.

Public School Survey

Administrator Survey

a) It would be useful to include a set of items on this survey

that parallel those on the private school survey. For example,

the questions on incentive systems could be included in both

surveys.

b) Question 23 on page 4 should be deleted. It asks for the
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administrator's opinion regarding curriculum requirements when

no information on .urrent requirements is requested.

Teacher Survey

a) In general this survey solicits information about school-related

activities (e.g., question 17, page 5) but never inquires about

instructional activities. We have no idea what kind of instruction

is going on in classrooms. Unfortunately, this continues an NCES

pattern of ignoring instructional processes in classrooms.

b) Questions 36 solicits the teacher's opinion on the number of years

of study that should be required without determining current school

requirements.

Recent Survey of College Graduates

a) If not already done, information on the college attended

(e.g., tuition rate, etc.) should be collected and matched

with student responses.

b) InfOrmation on the teacher certification requirements of the

state in which these students are certified should be collected

and matched with student reports. This would make it possible

to examine the impact of new state certification policies.

Survey of Teacher Demand and Shortage

a) As noted earlier, this information would be more appropriately

collected on the state level. Any national representative sample

should also be representative for each state so that SEAs can use

the results for planning purposes.

High School and Beyond

Sophomore First Follow-Up

a) More detailed questions regarding curriculum choice might be

added as a follow-up to question 4 on page 3. Students should

be asked to report why they decided to take a course or not to

take a course. See Garet and DeLany (1985).

b) Questions should be asked about experiences in particular

classrooms. See Goodlad (1983) and Natriello and Dornbusch (1984)

for examples.

c) Questions 90, 91, and 92 should be deleted. The information on

anticipated expenses will be of doubtful value.

d) Question 128 might contain a response category for special college

funds established by parents.

Senior Year First Follow-Up

a) On question 11 on page 10, response categories should permit
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a distinction between getting fired and other reasons for
leaving a job.

b) On question 37 on page 22, the distinction between course credits
and semester or quarter credits is unclear.

In General

a) An attempt should be made to develop a broader 3nge of
outcome tests. The currents tests represent a _arrow range
of academic skills.

b) Questions should be added pertaining to outside supplementary
instruction while in high school (e.g. SAT tutoring, music lessons,
use of SAT prep sottware, vocational training etc.).

Library and Media Center Survey

a) A question should be added to request the costs for the
maintenance of computers cn page 4.

b) Questions should be added to determine the patterns of
current use and future needs for various types of data bases.

III. Other Agency Data

Preprimary Enrollments of Children 3-5 years old

a) This is a good effort to develop data on this important group.
Additional efforts would be useful, perhaps dealing with
educational options for even younger children.
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